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What is this Information Package about? 

Columbia County has made major changes to its 
stormwater management program. The Stormwater 
Utility was established in October, 2000, to build new 
stormwater facilities and improve operational programs, 
such as maintenance of existing systems. Minimizing 
flooding and reducing water pollution in local streams, 
lakes, and ponds is emphasized. These efforts will 
correct existing problems and prevent future ones as 
rapid urban and suburban development continues.  

This program, and especially its associated service fee 
funding, has generated many questions from citizens and 
business owners. This manual is designed to address the 
most common inquiries, but cannot address every 
possible question that may be asked. Questions and 
comments may be forwarded by mail to Columbia 
County Stormwater Utility Department P.O. Box 
204660, Martinez, GA 30917.  Information is also posted 
on the Columbia County web site at 
www.columbiacountyga.gov.  Individuals may also call 
the Stormwater Utility number directly at 706-855-RAIN 
(7246).  

Why is a Stormwater Utility Necessary? 

Urban development in Columbia County has resulted in 
many problems within the existing stormwater drainage 
system. Problems such as increased flooding, stream 
widening and bank erosion, and changes in channel beds 
due to sedimentation, are pervasive throughout the 
urbanized portions of Columbia County. Coupled with 
these problems is one of an aging infrastructure. 
Subdivisions built in the 1970s are seeing significant 
problems due to issues such as the failure of metal pipe, 
which has a life expectancy of 25 years.  

A comprehensive evaluation of the community's 
stormwater management needs and opportunities was 
undertaken starting in 1998. The cost for the repairs and 
immediate improvements for Reed Creek Drainage 
Basin, one of the smallest basins in Columbia County, 
has been estimated at over $20 million. These identified 
needs vastly exceed the financial and staffing limits of 
the County's existing stormwater management budget. In 
response, the Columbia County Board of Commissioners 
established a Stormwater Management Utility, which 

commenced billing in October 2000. The Utility 
provides dedicated funding, enabling the County to 
initiate comprehensive, watershed-based projects, instead 
of the existing, largely reactive program.  

Columbia County has developed regulations to address 
stormwater drainage, flood prevention, and sediment and 
erosion control. In addition, Columbia County has been 
required to obtain a Municipal Separate Storm Sewer 
System (MS4) National Pollution Discharge Elimination 
System (NPDES) permit and address water quality 
concerns, along with stormwater quantity issues. It 
became apparent that the existing stormwater 
management program was not mitigating the impacts of 
urban stormwater runoff to aquatic habitat, nor was it 
adequately dealing with the problems of stream bank and 
channel erosion. Therefore, a more comprehensive, 
watershed approach to stormwater management is 
warranted.  

How is the Utility funded? 

The stormwater utility is funded by a service fee, similar 
to the existing water and sewer fees charged. Revenues 
are dedicated solely to stormwater management. The 
stormwater fee is charged to all developed properties and 
is based on the amount of impervious area on each 
property. More than 300 cities and counties around the 
United States use this approach. Impervious areas (e.g., 
rooftops and paving) dramatically increase stormwater 
runoff and the amount of pollutants in stormwater. The 
impervious area has been determined using 
measurements taken on each property. The fee amounts 
to approximately a penny per year for each square foot of 
impervious surface. The charge for a single family 
residence is $0.0875 per month for every 100 square feet. 
Non-residential properties pay a rate per square foot of 
impervious area that is identical to the residential rate.  

Will the Utility be Countywide? 

No, not initially. A "threshold" level of service is needed 
countywide, but a higher level of service is needed in the 
urban and suburban areas. At this time, the utility's 
service area encompasses only those unincorporated 
urban and suburban areas where the immediate needs are 
greatest. The County will continue to pay for the 
threshold level of service from general tax revenues.  
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The map on this page shows the "Service Area" that has 
been defined as the utility service area. Generally, it 
encompasses Martinez and Evans within the Reed Creek, 
Jones Creek, Betty's Branch, and Euchee Creek 
watersheds. This area has been most severely impacted 
by recent urban and suburban development. Grovetown 
and Harlem are not included in the utility service area, so 
the utility service fee will not be applied and the 
advanced level of services will not be performed in those 
areas or in the western portions of Columbia County that 
are still very rural.  

QUESTIONS ABOUT THE FEE 

How is the Service Fee Calculated? 

Impervious area is the single most important factor 
influencing stormwater runoff. Urban and suburban 
development replaces natural ground surfaces with 
impervious surfaces, causing more stormwater to run off 
the land, rather than soak into the soil. The peak rate and 
total volume of runoff is greatly increased, causing more 
flooding and channel erosion. Studies have also shown 
that impervious area causes more pollution to be swept 
away in stormwater.  

Columbia County's stormwater service fee is based on 
the amount of impervious area on each property. Each 
100 square feet of impervious area is billed $0.0875 per 
month. This amounts to $21 per year for each 2,000 
square feet, or about $.01 (one cent) per square foot of 
impervious area annually. The charges to commercial, 
industrial, and other properties with large impervious 
areas are substantially more than single-family 
residential properties because they create much more 
runoff.  

How is the Utility Fee Billed? 

The stormwater service fee is billed on your monthly 
water and sewer bill. You can pay the total bill 
(including water and sewer fees) with a single check.  

The money from each service fee is divided among the 
three utilities by the County's accounting system. Water 
payments pay only for water supply services, wastewater 
(sewer) payments apply only to sewer collection and 
treatment, and stormwater fee payments are used solely 
for stormwater management.  

Some people do not receive water and sewer services 
from the County, but own property in the stormwater 
service area with impervious surface. These people will 
receive a "stormwater only" bill. No developed 
properties will be exempt from the stormwater service 
charge.  

No water runs off my property. Why am I being 
charged a stormwater fee? 

Almost every property discharges some stormwater into 
the public drainage systems, even if it is not noticeable to 
you. Also, you should be aware that the drainage system 
that the County manages extends outside the road rights 
of way and includes natural components like streams and 
ponds. Not all of these natural components are actively 
managed because the County does not have access 
easements to all of the systems. However, even the 
natural drainage systems that the County does not yet 
actively manage go through culverts under roads and 
stormwater often enters downstream systems that are 
actively managed by the County.  

If absolutely no stormwater drains from your property, 
even during severe storms, you may still be served by the 
existence of the County's stormwater program. Keep in 
mind that a lot of stormwater does run off from other 
properties. Properly controlling that stormwater runoff is 
a very real service to you and other property owners. The 
County's program will capture and control stormwater 
runoff so properties like yours are not flooded or 
otherwise impacted by runoff from other properties. In 
addition, controlling stormwater runoff is very important 
in ensuring that emergency services (e.g., fire, police, 
and ambulance) can provide timely response during 
intense rainstorms. That sort of access and mobility, 
which makes it possible for you to drive conveniently to 
the store or to school to pick up your child during a 
rainstorm, is an important service.  
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Why are properties owned by local governments, 
churches, and non-profit organizations being billed 
for stormwater management? 

All properties within the service area that have 
impervious surface are being billed for stormwater 
management because the increased runoff from all 
properties places service demands on the systems and 
programs, regardless of their ownership or tax status. If 
they are not charged, then the expense of providing the 
services and facilities will not change, but the number of 
properties bearing the cost will be reduced. This means 
that the remaining properties would have to pay more.  

This is just a rain tax. Who can I complain to about 
it? 

The County has spent a considerable amount of time 
analyzing stormwater drainage and determining what 
specific stormwater problems need to be addressed, what 
the cost of the program will be, and what sort of funding 
is most equitable. The Columbia County Board of  
Commissioners conducted a series of public hearings on 
this program and the service fee approach to funding. It 
was well-publicized in the local newspapers and by other 
means.  

Please understand that this is not a tax; it is a service fee 
like a water supply service fee and a wastewater service 
fee. ALL properties are billed for stormwater 
management, even properties that are exempt from 
property taxes. The revenues are DEDICATED solely 
and strictly to stormwater management; they are not 
going to be used for other County programs. The service 
fee results in the cost of service being allocated across 
the community, in relation to the demands that are 
imposed on the stormwater management program and 
systems by each property.  

If you feel you want to register a complaint about the 
service fee, please forward it to the Columbia County  
Stormwater Utility Department, P.O. Box 204660, 
Martinez GA 30917. 

What happens if I refuse to pay the stormwater bill? 
How will the County collect it? 

The County has a legal and ethical responsibility to its 
utility ratepayers to make every reasonable effort to 
collect all service fees. This is what is termed a 
"fiduciary" responsibility. There is a good reason for this. 
The cost of service and facilities is a reflection of the 
program. If some people do not pay the service fee, then 
those who do pay will eventually end up bearing the non-
payers' share of the cost of services and facilities, which 
would be inequitable.  

The County may take any legal action to collect current 
and/or past due stormwater service charges, including 
taking non-payers to court.  

My property has an on-site stormwater system that 
reduces runoff. Are there service fee credits for 
properties that have such systems? 

Yes. Service fee credits are available for properties that 
have such systems. A residential pond credit application, 
Appendix A, can be found at the end of this document.  
Contact 706-855-RAIN (7246) for a commercial pond 
credit application. 

QUESTIONS ABOUT THE PROGRAM  

What will the program accomplish? 

A very detailed program strategy was prepared based on 
the simple concept of addressing the worst problems 
first. The program's highest priority is to correct 
stormwater problems that present life safety hazards to 
the citizens of Columbia County, including emergency 
vehicle access and mobility limitations that may occur 
due to flooded roads and intersections. The second 
priority is to reduce the risk of property damage during 
and following rainstorms. The third priority is to reduce 
water pollution caused by stormwater runoff and habitat 
degradation in our streams, ponds, and lakes. The County 
will address these priorities through master planning and 
engineering of capital improvement projects and 
remedial repairs, increased system maintenance, and a 
stormwater quality enhancement program.  

When should benefits be realized? 

The County's ability to respond to citizen's complaints 
about stormwater problems has substantially increased 
over time, but some of the enhancements will take 
several years to implement fully. In general, the most 
immediate benefit of the program is seen in an increase 
in maintenance of drainage systems in the service area, 
which reduce the frequency and severity of local 
flooding in minor storms. Erosion and sediment control 
has been improved to reduce problems and future 
maintenance needs.  

Design and construction of new facilities will take longer 
than maintenance upgrades. The County will begin to 
install improved channels and larger storm sewers 
throughout the service area. Stormwater quality will also 
be managed more aggressively to comply with the 
standards of federal and state permits. The full value of 
these efforts will be realized over the next decade or two.  
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GENERAL STORMWATER QUESTIONS 

What is stormwater runoff? 

Stormwater runoff is water that flows over our yards, 
streets, buildings, parking lots, and other surfaces when it 
rains. It flows into gutters, drainage ditches, storm 
sewers, and other drains that empty into our streams, 
ponds, and lakes, which eventually enters the Savannah 
River.  

What problems does stormwater runoff cause? 

Stormwater runoff impacts our daily lives in many ways 
and causes long-term environmental problems.  

Flooding of homes, streets, and businesses during and 
after rainstorms is the most visible stormwater problem. 
This now happens relatively frequently because many of 
our stormwater systems are old, deteriorating, and 
undersized. These systems are holdovers from earlier 
times when Columbia County was mostly rural. They 
need to be replaced with larger systems and properly 
maintained. Flooding affects everyone. For example, 
flooded roads and intersections may prevent emergency 
vehicles from providing timely response to fire and 
medical aid calls during intense rainstorms.  

Erosion and sedimentation of local ditches, stream 
channels, and ponds is becoming an increasing problem 
because of the rapid development in the County. Eroding 
stream channels threaten homes, roads, and other 
properties.  

The eroded soil carried off in stormwater settles in the 
ditches and channels and reduces their capacity to 
transport stormwater. This sedimentation increases local 
flooding, fills in and destroys small ponds that are vital 
habitat for fish and wildlife, and creates aesthetic 
eyesores that diminish property values in many 
neighborhoods.  

Water pollution is less visible than flooding, erosion, 
and sedimentation, but it is no less important. The water 
that flows over our yards, streets, buildings, parking lots, 
and other surfaces carries many pollutants into our local 
ditches, streams, ponds and lakes.  

I have a drainage problem. Who do I contact about 
getting the problem fixed? 

The Stormwater Utility Department has been assembling 
information on known drainage problems for several 
years, but is not necessarily aware of every problem. 
They may or may not already know about the problem 
you want to report. We have established a general 

priority for addressing problems based on fixing the 
worst problems first. The highest priorities are problems 
that pose a danger to people and those that threaten 
serious property damage.  

If you have a problem to report, please forward the 
following information to Columbia County Stormwater 
Utility, P.O. Box 204660, Martinez, GA 30917 or call 
706-855-RAIN (7246). 

• Name 

• Telephone number 

• Address or location of the problem 

• Description of the problem 

THANK YOU for advising us about this problem. The 
current staff’s service objective is to contact people who 
advise us of problems within two days.  

STORMWATER QUALITY QUESTIONS 

Isn't stormwater runoff clean water? 

No. Stormwater runoff in urban and suburban areas, like 
the eastern third of Columbia County, can be loaded with 
pollutants. Stormwater that runs off streets, parking lots, 
yards, and other surfaces picks up pollutants and debris 
from those areas. 

How does stormwater get polluted? 

A variety of pollutants, such as fertilizers, pesticides and 
herbicides, motor oil, gasoline, and other industrial 
chemicals, accumulate on roofs, streets, parking lots, 
lawns, and other surfaces in urbanized areas and are 
picked up by stormwater. Sometimes, people even dump 
paint, antifreeze, or crankcase oil from gasoline and 
diesel engines into storm drains. Failing septic tank drain 
fields allow wastewater containing pathogens and 
coliform bacteria to discharge onto the ground and into 
ditches, where it may be swept into streams during and 
following rainstorms. Even something as common as 
animal droppings can cause harmful water pollution if 
they are picked up in stormwater runoff.  

Is stormwater pollution a big problem? 

Yes. It is a big problem that increases quickly when 
urban and suburban development occurs. The pollutants 
carried by stormwater runoff cause problems for both 
human health and for wildlife that depend on clean water 
to survive. Polluted stormwater that empties into our 
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local streams, ponds, and lakes can kill the wildlife that 
live in and around these waters. For example, just one 
quart of motor oil may pollute over two million gallons 
of water. The drinking water supply for many 
communities is degraded or threatened by stormwater 
pollution.  

Water quality problems have led to regulatory programs. 
The United States and State of Georgia regulate the 
discharge of pollutants in stormwater through the 
National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System 
(NPDES). Columbia County is subject to an NPDES 
permit issued by the State, which mandates certain 
program activities to reduce stormwater runoff pollution 
of the streams and other waters. The stormwater utility 
will be responsible for compliance with the NPDES 
permit.  

Doesn't stormwater go into the sanitary sewers and to 
the treatment plant? 

No. Only wastewater is collected and transported to the 
treatment plant by the sanitary sewer system. 
Stormwater flows through the storm sewer systems, 
ditches, and channels. It empties, untreated, into our 
streams, ponds, and lakes. It would be much too 
expensive to size the sanitary sewers and treatment plant 
to convey and treat stormwater in the same manner as 
sanitary sewage. The volume of wastewater generated by 
our homes and businesses each day is insignificant 
compared to the volume of stormwater runoff generated 
during a rainstorm. The better solution is to prevent the 
entry of pollutants into the stormwater system in the first 
place.  

What is the difference between wastewater and 
stormwater runoff? 

The sanitary sewer system and the stormwater system are 
completely separate. The sanitary sewer system collects 
and treats "wastewater," while the stormwater system 
conveys only stormwater runoff. "Wastewater" (also 
known as sewage) goes into the sanitary sewer system 
and is transported to the sewer treatment plant for 
processing before it is discharged to the Savannah River; 
it is the used water that goes down our household drains 
after we take a shower, wash the clothes, flush the toilet, 
or clean the dishes. Some businesses in the County also 
create "industrial wastewater" when they make their 
products. Much of it is "pre-treated" by the individual 
businesses on their own sites before it is discharged to 
the County's sanitary sewers. Some properties in 
Columbia County still have on-site wastewater treatment, 
commonly known as septic tank/drain field systems, 
instead of a connection to the County's sewer system.  

In contrast, stormwater runoff occurs only when it rains. 
It flows into the County's stormwater system from roof 
down spouts, parking lots, and (to a much lesser degree) 
lawns and other vegetated areas. It is not run through a 
treatment plant process before it is discharged.  

What happens if the County does not comply with its 
NPDES stormwater discharge permit? 

Any violation of the conditions of the County's NPDES 
permit would be considered a violation of the National 
Clean Water Act and would be subject to enforcement 
action by the United States Environmental Protection 
Agency (USEPA) or the State of Georgia Environmental 
Protection Division (EPD). The County could be fined 
up to $25,000 per day, per violation, for failure to 
comply with the conditions of its NPDES permit.  

What can I do to help improve stormwater quality? 

There are many things that we can all do on a daily basis 
to reduce water pollution and otherwise improve 
stormwater quality. We have a series of pamphlets on 
various topics that we can mail to you. Some of the most 
important things people can do are very simple, like wise 
lawn fertilizing and pest treatment practices.  



                  RESIDENTIAL POND CREDIT APPLICATION 
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STORMWATER UTILITY DEPARTMENT 
 

PLEASE CHECK TYPE OF POND (check one): 
  
      PRIVATELY-OWNED OR MULTI-OWNED RESIDENTIAL POND 
    SUBDIVISION POND  
I.  POND LOCATION 
 
SUBDIVISION:___________________________________________________________________                                                                          

(IF APPLICABLE) 
AUTHORIZED   
CONTACT:_____________________________________________________________________ 
                                                                                                                                                                    
PHYSICAL 
LOCATION:_____________________________________________________________________        
      STREET ADDRESS OR NEAREST CROSS STREETS    CITY 
 
II.  APPLICANT INFORMATION 
    
PROPERTY     
OWNER:                                                                                                                                                                                                         
    NAME (LAST, FIRST)  
PROPERTY         
ADDRESS:______________________________________________________________________         
 STREET ADDRESS   CITY                                                      ZIP                                           
MAILING 
ADDRESS:______________________________________________________________________        
(IF DIFFERENT)          STREET ADDRESS  CITY                                                      ZIP                                                                                                    
   
________________________________           ________________________________ 
      PHONE                     FAX 
 
I HEREBY REQUEST COLUMBIA COUNTY TO REVIEW THIS APPLICATION FOR A STORMWATER SERVICE FEE CREDIT.  I FURTHER AUTHORIZE 
COLUMBIA COUNTY TO INSPECT THE ABOVE IDENTIFIED STORMWATER FACILITY(IES) FOR THE PURPOSE OF ASSESSMENT FOR A 
STORMWATER SERVICE FEE CREDIT.  I CERTIFY THAT I HAVE AUTHORITY TO MAKE SUCH A REQUEST AND GRANT SUCH AUTHORITY FOR THIS 
PROPERTY.  THE ATTACHED INFORMATION IS TRUE AND CORRECT TO THE BEST OF MY KNOWLEDGE AND BELIEF.  (THIS FORM MUST BE 
SIGNED BY THE FINANCIALLY RESPONSIBLE PERSON IF AN INDIVIDUAL, OR IF NOT AN INDIVIDUAL BY AN OFFICER, DIRECTOR, PARTNER, OR 
REGISTERED AGENT WITH AUTHORITY TO EXECUTE INSTRUMENTS FOR THE FINANCIALLY RESPONSIBLE PERSON).  I AGREE TO PROVIDE 
CORRECTED INFORMATION SHOULD THERE BE ANY CHANGE IN THE INFORMATION PROVIDED HEREIN. 
 
                                                               
TYPE OR PRINT NAME     
 
                                                                      ________________                                                   
SIGNATURE               DATE 
         
ONCE THIS APPLICATION HAS BEEN FILLED OUT AND SIGNED, MAIL TO: 
 COLUMBIA COUNTY STORMWATER UTILITY DEPARTMENT 
 P.O. BOX 204660 
 MARTINEZ, GA 30917 
 ATTN: STORMWATER UTILITY DEPARTMENT                                                       OR FAX (706) 868-3473 
 
CONTACT THE STORMWATER UTILITY DEPARTMENT AT (706) 855-RAIN (7246) IF YOU HAVE ANY QUESTIONS. 


